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Abstract 
Competence-based education is a central concern of the past and a half two decades. In essence, this approach 
means that attention in education should not be focused on performance (a benchmark/ a specific objective 
derived from PPO - Pedagogy by objectives - and that dominated the '80s), but on the mental activities of the 
student (the one that learns) and those which are advocated for those performances. The second orientation is 
associated with Pedagogy skills. 
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1. Paper Rationale  
Two interpretations of school competence can be identified in the field of educational theory and practice. 
A first approach which reduces power/competence to a series of performances accumulated in the course of 
time. School competence is reduced to a sum of observable and measurable behaviours accumulated in time by 
the student, which if they are added, during a semester, a school year or school cycle may be representative and 
relevant to that jurisdiction. 
The second approach is supported by approaches and practices that define competence in "terms of the 
student's capacity/ability to perform complex multidimensional and interdependent tasks," (Colardyn, quoted by 
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A. Stoica, page 176). This approach interprets competence in relation to the quality of the final product, resulting 
in timely/punctual quality checks, and it is concerned with the procedural aspect of knowledge. 
It is obvious the fact that the semantic evolution of the concept of competence has turned /has been orientated 
to the second sense of it, which perfectly combines the quality of learning achieved by students, assessed by 
reference to performance descriptors that are qualitative evaluation criteria. 
The consequence is represented by the cognitive approach to school education.  
2. Paper theoretical foundation and related literature 
2.1.  Focusing on competences – an integrating model of teaching-learning-evaluating 
The competence-focused education is an alternative to the traditional education, which focuses exclusively on 
knowledge, on assimilating information. This new concept foreshadows the construction of a new integrating 
model of teaching-learning-evaluating, which harnesses and at the same time strives to correlate knowledge with 
the abilities, capacities, values and attitudes of the pupil. From this perspective, it is however very important to 
select the content with maximum relevance for shaping the desired competences and, at the same time, for 
applying such competences. 
The competence is a potential that needs to be proved/demonstrated in concrete situations. In order to be 
assessed, it needs to benefit from concrete situations in which the student will prove able to apply, to make use of 
whatever he/she has learned. The situations when the student proves a competence are integrated in families of 
situations. Each competence is associated a „family of situations". These are equivalent situations. 
The equivalent situations are interchangeable, i.e. they have the same illustrative value. It suffices that the 
student solves one problem from the respective category/family in order to conclude that he/she is able to solve 
any other new problem from the same category. Logically, it may be concluded that the student is able to solve 
other problems from the same family/category of situations (Xavier Roegier, 2004). 
The competence is expressed through performance. A student’s performance shows the level of his/her 
acquired competences. The performance is therefore the expression of competence, its level and manner of 
manifestation in personal situations. 
The competence is not measured (it cannot be measured), it is described and assessed. 
In this period of persistent endeavours towards modernization, the pedagogical theory and practice wishes to 
replace the traditional paradigm of evaluation, focused on quantity, on maximum objectivity, with an evaluation 
focused on quality. To this end, in the context of the competence focused evaluation, the standards for the 
student’s learning results need to be of a qualitative nature. In the modern education, such standards are the 
„performance descriptors".  
The competence envisages the student’s entire educational behaviour. It is obtained through intensive 
formative teaching-learning and is also formatively evaluated.  Essentially, this means that the focus of the 
evaluation process no longer needs to be on performance (specific objective derived from PTO – Pedagogy 
through objectives – which dominated the 80’s), but rather on the student’s (learner’s) mental activities, which 
support such performance. From this perspective, the evaluation is no longer synonymous with performance 
measuring and is not just supporting the decision; it envisages the analysis of the learner’s cognitive processes” 
(idem, page 34). 
 
2.2.  The „strength” of the concept of educational competence 
Practically, there can be identified two situations clearly showing the strength of the concept of competence in 
the various educational systems: 
914   Marin Manolescu /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  76 ( 2013 )  912 – 916 
1. Systems in which the strength of the concept of competence operating in the educational reality is rather 
low. In such situations, “the understanding of the concept of competence is based on the mechanism of 
adding “subunits” measurable under the terms of the objectives of the educational project. At the same 
time, the atomization of competences inevitably leads to a diminished power of operation in the 
educational reality”. 
2. Educational systems in which the concept of competence has complex and interdependent dimensions. 
From such a perspective, the educational outputs should be estimated, evaluated and determined from a 
qualitative point of view, instead of a quantitative one, as is the case in point 1 above. 
A sound analysis of the competence-focused educational practices in various national systems allows us to 
conclude that some ideas from the “competence speech” have already been implemented, and can now be 
considered as part of the “history of education” (Guy de  Boterf, De la competence. Essais sur un attracteur 
etranger – 1994, as quoted by Colardyn). 
A holistic approach of the analysis, design and systematic evaluation of competences in the field of 
education should benefit from a set of elements derived from the current pedagogical theory and practice, from a 
common basis. Here are a few such elements: 
• As social and professional constructs, the competences integrate and reflect approaches, educational 
philosophies, political and ideological stakes, identification and separation attempts or even social and 
professional discriminations etc, very different and with less known empirical effects or long-term 
impact. 
• Each attempt to define competence or a system of competences is an attempt to legitimize or sanction a 
certain view of the training, which should be clarified from the start and should be considered at the time 
of certification (when the person is declared „competent"). 
• As a methodological option, it should be undertaken the need to meet criteria such as relevance, 
equivalence or transferability, which have to be considered in defining any competence evaluation 
system. 
• A pivotal idea on the essential aspects of a competence-based evaluation system comes from an OECD 
study on the Australian system, as quoted by Colardyn (op. cit., p.76): „ ... the offer of training, 
evaluation and its certification are linked to identifying, teaching-learning and proving that the 
knowledge and qualification have been obtained and the required applications for an effective 
performance at the level defined in the competence norm have been accomplished". Only when all the 
above-named factors effectively concur, the competence system may function efficiently. 
 
3. Author’s contribution on the existing theory and practice in educational field 
3.1. . Two approaches to educational competence 
From the point of view of educational theory and practice we identify two interpretations of the educational 
competence.  
3.2. A first approach reduces competence to the performance accumulated in time.  
The educational competence is reduced to a sum of observable and measurable behaviours, accumulated in 
time by the student, which, if added over the duration of a semester, a school year or an educational cycle, may 
be representative and relevant for the respective competence. Such approaches reduce the competence to 
measurable units, to outputs. Such approaches are not concerned with either the inputs or the informal 
experience. Only the measurable behaviours are considered important, as “signs” of competence. This 
interpretation leads us to understand the concept of competence acquired by adding measurable “subunits”, 
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observable behaviours, defined by the objectives of the respective educational process. This manner of 
understanding the competence relates to the PTO (Pedagogy through objectives). From this perspective, the 
outputs of the educational process need to be measured in relation to the observable and measurable behaviours. 
Quantity is the measure of student learning: „the student has achieved at least this much of this much”, as stated 
by the third condition of Mager’s method of making the educational objectives operational. The teaching-
learning-evaluating strategy used in the Romanian educational system was based, in the past 4-5 decades, and it 
is still based today mainly on the model of Pedagogy through Objectives (PTO).  
This model is severely criticized, and even contested, all over the world. The conclusion is that this model of 
evaluation, based on educational objectives, which is at the basis of the strategy for evaluating the educational 
outputs, is ineffective, insufficient and inadequate. 
3.3.  The second approach  
This approach understands competence in relation to the quality of the end product, following an assessment 
of the individual qualities. This approach is supported by actions and practices that define competence as the 
„student’s capacity to carry-out complex, multi-dimensional and interdependent tasks” (Colardyn, quoted by A. 
Stoica, page 176). It is thus envisaged the procedural and qualitative aspect of knowledge. This interpretation 
forces us to admit that the „outputs of the education process will need to be estimated, evaluated and considered 
from a qualitative point of view” (idem, page 177). The quality of the immediate performance leads to regularly 
proven competences; this quality ,,is proven by the competence that supports, in time, a real and lasting progress 
in a certain area of activity” (idem). 
In this period of persistent endeavours towards modernization, the pedagogical theory and practice wishes to 
replace the traditional paradigm of evaluation, focused on quantity, on maximum objectivity, with an evaluation 
focused on quality. To this end, in the context of the competence focused evaluation, the standards for the 
student’s learning results need to be of a qualitative nature.  
In the modern education, such qualitative standards are the „performance descriptors". The performance 
descriptors are the most clear and relevant expression of understanding the educational competence in this 
manner. A standard is a unit for measurement/assessment, a gauge. In order to ensure an accurate and uniform 
evaluation, each student’s learning process and outputs need to relate to the performance standards set at national 
level. The personal/individual performance has to be assessed by comparing it to such “standard” units.  
4. Author’s contribution on the topic 
The cognitive education is not ignoring, but is rather preoccupied with what happens in the student’s “black 
box”. It envisages the procedural and qualitative aspect of knowledge. As for the evaluation, it also needs to be 
reconsidered, since the student’s cognitive development has to be the result of shifting the focus from the 
learning outputs towards the processes involved in the actual learning activity. All these shifts of focus, from 
observable and measurable behaviours towards the student’s mental processes, generate the very change of the 
paradigm and the replacement of the classic term of “evaluation” with that of ,,evaluative activity”, which 
accompanies the learning process (M.Manolescu, Activitatea evaluativă între cognitie si metacognitie, Meteor 
Press Publishing House, 2005). 
Conclusions 
The semantic evolution of the concept of competence has shifted towards its second interpretation, which is 
perfectly associated with the quality of student’s learning, in relation to the performance descriptors that 
represent qualitative evaluation criteria. In the Romanian education system, „the performance descriptors” for 
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evaluating pupils from the primary cycle, as well as  „the grading criteria for 8th Grade” worked-out by the 
NSEE in 2004, are two realities that present strong arguments for proving that the educational theory and practice 
is mainly following this direction in understanding the educational competence.  
The shift from PTO to the Competence-based Education was implemented gradually, together with a shift 
from the behaviourist psychology to the cognitive psychology. The cognitive psychology focuses on the 
cognitive processes of the learner - the pupil. The principle that the cognitive psychology promotes is that at the 
basis of learning stands the principle of ,,processing the information”. The two approaches are actually 
expressing the essence of change in the field of education and training. The consequence is the cognitive 
approach to education. From a pedagogical point of view, it became necessary to shift the focus – in the teaching 
process – from observable and measurable behaviours to learning processes that entail a processing of the 
content, resulting in newly-built skills and competences. 
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